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(57) ABSTRACT

An image forming apparatus includes a photosensitive drum,
adeveloping device, a primary transfer part, a droplet ejecting
unit and a controller. On the photosensitive drum, an electro-
static latent image is formed. The developing device forms a
toner image by causing a developing agent to adhere to the
electrostatic latent image. The primary transfer part transfers
the toner image onto an intermediate transfer belt. The droplet
ejecting unit ejects droplets onto the toner image on the pho-
tosensitive drum after forming the toner image on the photo-
sensitive drum and before transferring the toner image to the
transfer member. The controller controls an ejection area of
the droplet ejecting unit in accordance with image informa-
tion of the toner image.

8 Claims, 12 Drawing Sheets
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FIG.12
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1
ELECTROSTATIGRAPHIC IMAGE FORMING
APPARATUS WITH DROPLET EJECTING
UNIT

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application is based on Japanese Patent Application
Nos. 2011-264135 and 2011-264136 filed on Dec. 1, 2011,
the contents of which are incorporated herein by reference.

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

The present invention relates to an image forming appara-
tus for forming high quality images.

2. Description of Related Art

Generally speaking, an image forming apparatus first
charges a photosensitive member and then erases electric
charges in accordance with a document image, in other
words, conducts an exposure process, in order to form an
electrostatic latent image. Using a developing device, toner is
then attached to the electrostatic latent image formed on the
photosensitive member. The toner thus attached to the pho-
tosensitive member is then transferred to a transfer member
such as an intermediate transfer belt and a sheet of paper to
produce a printed image.

Atthis point, if the amount of electric charges is more than
the appropriate amount, toner particles of the same polarity
repulse each other causing them to be displaced from the
positions they are supposed to be, which in turn causes scat-
tering (scattering transfer) and distortion of printed images
(image distortion) sometimes. Scattering transfers and image
distortions occur more conspicuously in case of high contrast
toner images, such as character images, than in photographic
images. Therefore, various existing technologies for sup-
pressing scattering transfer and the like have been developed
primarily for such high contrast toner images.

For example, the technology disclosed by Publication of
Unexamined Japanese Patent Application No. 2006-138891
is intended to lower the electric charge of toner formed on the
photosensitive member or the intermediate transfer belt to a
proper value by using a static eliminator and to prevent the
repulsion between toner particles.

However, since the charge amount required varies with
each type of image, adjusting the charge amount for a specific
image by means of a static eliminator, the adjusted charge
amount for another image can be insufficient or excessive to
cause scattering transfer.

SUMMARY

The present invention is made in order to solve the above-
mentioned problem associated with the related art, and to
provide an image forming apparatus capable of forming high
quality images by suppressing the occurrence of scattering
transfers and image distortions without causing any bad effect
to printing paper.

To achieve at least one of the above mentioned objects, an
image forming apparatus reflecting one aspect of the present
invention comprises: an image carrying member on which an
electrostatic latent image is formed; a developing part for
forming a toner image by causing a developing agent to
adhere to the electrostatic latent image; a transfer part for
transferring the toner image onto a transfer member; a droplet
ejecting unit for ejecting droplets onto the toner image on the
image carrying member after forming the toner image on the
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image carrying member and before transferring the toner
image to the transfer member; and a controller for controlling
an ejection area of the droplet ejecting unit in accordance with
image information of the toner image.

The objects, features, and characteristics of this invention
other than those set forth above will become apparent from
the description given herein below with reference to preferred
embodiments illustrated in the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG.1is across-sectional diagram of assistance in explain-
ing the constitution of an image forming apparatus according
to a first embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is an enlarged diagram of the vicinity of the inter-
mediate transfer belt shown in FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of assistance in explaining the
constitution of the droplet ejecting unit shown in FIG. 2.

FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram of assistance in explaining
the nozzle provided as the tip of the droplet ejecting unit.

FIG. 5 is a side view of assistance in explaining a variation
example of the nozzle.

FIG. 6 is a table showing an experimental result indicating
the relation between the image quality and the ejection
amount in comparison examples 1-3 and working examples
1-5 of the first embodiment.

FIG. 7 is a block diagram of assistance in explaining the
constitution of the droplet ejecting unit according to a second
embodiment of the present invention.

FIGS. 8A and 8B show a flowchart of assistance in explain-
ing the method of controlling droplet ejection according to a
second embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 9 is table showing the relation between amount of
saturated aqueous vapor, relative humidity, absolute humid-
ity, and temperature.

FIG. 10 is atable showing an experimental result indicating
the relation between the occurrence of scattering transfer and
the like, temperature, and relative humidity in case when the
droplets are not ejected.

FIG. 11 is atable showing an experimental result indicating
the relation between the occurrence of scattering transfer and
the like, temperature, and relative humidity in case of a drop-
let ejection control without using a threshold value.

FIG. 12 is atable showing an experimental result indicating
the relation between the occurrence of scattering transfer and
the like, temperature, and relative humidity in a working
example 1 of the second embodiment.

FIG. 13 is atable showing an experimental result indicating
the relation between the occurrence of scattering transfer and
the like, the volume of droplet, and the number of toner image
colors in a working example 2 of the second embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The embodiments of the present invention will be
described in detail below with reference to the accompanying
drawings. The following description is intended for showing
examples of embodiments of the invention described in
claims, and by no means intended to limit its scope of tech-
nology or the meanings of the terms used. The scaling factors
of the drawings may vary from those of the actual compo-
nents because of intentional exaggerations for the sake of
explanations.

FIG.1is across-sectional diagram of assistance in explain-
ing the constitution of an image forming apparatus A accord-
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ing to a first embodiment of the present invention, and FIG. 2
is an enlarged diagram of the vicinity of the intermediate
transfer belt shown in FIG. 1.

The image forming apparatus A is what is normally called
the tandem-type color image forming apparatus, which forms
color images using its four sets of image forming units.

A document placed on a document platen is exposed to the
scanning/exposure light of the optical system of the image
scanning apparatus SC and its image is read by the line image
sensor. The image information signal, thus photoelectrically
converted, is inputted into an optical writing device of the
image forming unit after various processes at the image infor-
mation processing unit (see FIG. 3) including A/D conver-
sion, shading compensation, and image compression process.

The four sets of image forming units 20 include an image
forming unit 10Y that forms an yellow (Y) color image, an
image forming unit 10M that forms a magenta (M) color
image, an image forming unit 10C that forms a cyan (C) color
image, and an image forming unit 10K that forms a black (K)
color image, each of which is identified here with a symbol
representing each color, i.e., Y, M, C, and K respectively
following the common symbol 10.

The image forming unit 10Y consists of a photosensitive
drum (an image carrying member) 1Y, a charging device 2Y,
an optical writing device 3Y, a developing device (developing
part) 4Y, a drum cleaner 5Y, and a droplet ejecting unit 60Y
provided on the periphery thereof.

Similarly, the image forming unit 10M consists of a charg-
ing device 2M, an optical writing device 3M, a developing
device 4M, a drum cleaner 5M, and a droplet ejecting unit
60M provided on the periphery of a photosensitive drum 1M;
the image forming unit 10C consists of a charging device 2C,
an optical writing device 3C, a developing device 4C, a drum
cleaner 5C, and a droplet ejecting unit 60C provided on the
periphery of a photosensitive drum 1C; and the image form-
ing unit 10K consists of a charging device 2K, an optical
writing device 3K, a developing device 4K, a drum cleaner
5K, and a droplet ejecting unit 60K provided on the periphery
of a photosensitive drum 1K.

The photosensitive drums 1Y, 1M, 1C, and 1K, the charg-
ing devices 2Y, 2M, 2C, and 2K, the optical writing devices
3Y, 3M, 3C, and 3K, the developing devices 4Y, 4M, 4C, and
4K, as well as the drum cleaners 5Y, 5M, 5C, and 5K, and the
droplet ejecting units 60Y, 60M, 60C, and 60K the image
forming units 10Y, 10M, 10C, and 10K respectively have
common contents. Therefore, they are described in the fol-
lowing descriptions without specific symbols Y, M, C, and K
unless it is necessary to show their distinctions.

The image forming unit 10 exposes the photosensitive
drum 1 to the exposure light by using the optical writing
device 3 in which the image information signal is inputted, to
form an electrostatic latent image on the photosensitive drum
1 based on the image information signal. The electrostatic
latent image is developed by the developing device 4 to form
atoner image as a visible image on the photosensitive drum 1.

Yellow (Y), magenta (M), cyan (C), and black (K) images
are formed on the photosensitive drums 1Y, 1M, 1C, and 1K
of the image forming units 10Y, 10M, 10C, and 10K respec-
tively.

An intermediate transfer belt (as a transfer member and a
transfer part) 6 winds around a plurality of rollers and thus is
movably supported.

The toner images of various colors formed by the image
forming units 10Y, 10M, 10C, and 10K are transferred one by
one onto the running intermediate transfer belt 6 by means of
the primary transfer parts 7Y, 7M, 7C, and 7K to form a toner
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image of a color image consisting of Y (yellow), M (ma-
genta), C (cyan), and K (black) color layers overlaid one on
top of each other.

The paper transport part 20 transports the printing paper S.
Several types of printing paper including thick and thin paper
are stored in the paper supply trays 21, 22 and 23 to be
supplied by a first paper supply part 24. A sheet of printing
paper S is transported to a secondary transfer part 7A via a
pair of loop forming rollers 51 and a pair of resist rollers 52
that forms a sheet alignment device, to have a toner image of
the color image formed on the intermediate transfer belt 6
formed on its surface. Next, heat and pressure is applied on
the sheet S by a fixing device 30 in order to fix the toner image
of the color image transferred in the previous step, and the
sheet S is discharged outside of the apparatus via a fixation
transport roller 25 and a paper discharge roller 26.

The image forming apparatus A is also equipped with a
paper turning section 27 for making it possible to discharge a
sheet turned over after fixation by sending it from the fixation
transport roller 25 to the paper turning section 27, or forming
another image on the turned over side (i.e., forming images on
both sides of a sheet).

Using an operating display device 40 provided at the top of
the main unit of the image forming apparatus A, various
attributes of the sheet to be used including the type, size, and
number of sheets can be set for the sheet S to be used among
various types of paper in forming an image. It can also be
configured to have the sheet size automatically set when the
document is read by the image scanning device SC.

Next, the method of controlling droplet ejection according
to the first embodiment is described below.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of assistance in explaining the
constitution of the droplet ejecting unit shown in FIG. 2, and
FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram of assistance in explaining the
nozzle provided as the tip of the droplet ejecting unit.

As shown in FIG. 3, the droplet ejecting unit 60 is con-
nected to the controller 15 and controlled by the instructions
of the controller 15. The controller 15 which has the afore-
mentioned image information processing unit 16 and an
actuator control unit 17 sends signals to various parts of the
image forming apparatus.

The actuator control unit 17 controls an actuator 65 (to be
described later) of the droplet ejecting unit 60 based on the
image information obtained from the image information pro-
cessing unit 16. The droplet volume (ejection amount) ejected
from a nozzle 61 of the droplet ejecting unit 60 and the
ejection range can be adjusted (modified) by controlling the
actuator 65 with the actuator control unit 17.

The droplet ejecting unit 60 according to the first embodi-
ment ejects droplets W on the toner image on the photosen-
sitive drum 1 after the toner image is formed on the photo-
sensitive drum 1 but before it is transferred to the intermediate
transfer belt 6. As shown in FIG. 2, the droplet ejecting unit 60
is provided on the downstream side of the developing device
4 relative to the rotation direction of the photosensitive drum
1.

The droplet ejecting unit 60 is incorporated with the inkjet
technology of the printer the constitution of which is publicly
known so that its description in omitted here, and includes the
nozzle 61 for ejecting droplets W onto the photosensitive
drum 1 as schematically shown in FIG. 3. As shown in FIG. 3
and FIG. 4, the nozzle 61 has a pressurizing chamber 63 as a
space in which the liquid that provides droplets is pressurized,
a liquid container 64 that contains the liquid to be supplied to
the pressurizing chamber 63, and the actuator 65 that pres-
surizes the liquid in the liquid container 64 in order to eject
droplets W from the nozzle 61.
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The actuator 65 has an electrode and a vibrator plate, and
the ejection of the droplets W is implemented by deforming
the vibrator plate by applying voltage to the electrode thereby
changing the internal pressure of the pressurizing chamber
63. As the nozzles 61 eject droplets corresponding in terms of
pixel unit according to the toner image, they are arranged so
as to form a line head.

In the first embodiment having the constitution as
described above, the amount (volume) of droplets W and the
ejection range are controlled in order to prevent the sheet
from swelling up and product quality degradation which may
result from the ejection of an excessive amount of liquid.

The ejection of droplets is implemented in terms of pixel
unit. For example, the ink jet mechanism used on the image
forming apparatus is capable of ejecting a droplet having the
volume on the order of 1-2 pl regardless of whether it is based
on the piezo system or the thermal system. However, if the
droplet W of such a size is constituted of water or aqueous
solution, it may cause distortions in the toner image on the
photosensitive drum 1. On the other hand, if further smaller
droplets W are ejected 100% for all the pixels, it may end up
supplying water excessively, which in turn results in swelling
up of the sheet to cause transfer failures on the overall image.
Moreover, if in case water is used in a vapor form, supplying
the generated water vapor over the entire sheet, the sheet gets
wet excessively, hence resulting in swelling of the sheet and
degradation of the product quality.

Consequently, it is so designed in the first embodiment to
detect the point of highest contrast from the image informa-
tion obtained by the image information processing unit 16
and eject the required droplets W in terms of pixel unit. In
other words, it ejects micro droplets so that no distortion of
toner image occurs and transferred images remain sharp.
Moreover, since droplets are ejected only on the outline of a
toner image and its vicinity rather than ejecting droplets all
over the sheet so that swelling of the sheet and degradation of
product quality can be avoided. This also prevents the toner
containing unnecessary amount of water from being trans-
ferred, consequently unnecessary amount of energy in the
fixing device, and causing improper fixation. The “vicinity”
of'the toner image here means the area on the vicinity outside
of'the toner image where no toner is adhered to, as well as the
area where there might be some droplets which would not
cause any swelling spreading over the entire sheet or to the
area where no toner is adhered to.

The volume (ejection amount) of droplet from the nozzle
61 can be defined as follows.

First, let us assume a case of ejecting droplets W in one
layer to cover the entire surface of a sheet of paper, for
example, of A4 size, and calculate the total amount of micro
droplets W required. Next, convert the calculated total vol-
ume (total amount of droplets W required per each sheet) to
the quantity of droplets required for each pixel unit.

For example, if we assume toner particles with a diameter
of 6 um are solidly covering in a single layer (filling the
surface with maximum density) the entire surface of the pho-
tosensitive drum 1, and water drop with a diameter of 3 um
and a thickness of 1 um is filling the gaps between the toner
particles attached to the surface, the necessary amount be
ejected is approximately 0.025 cc per A4 size sheet.

If the resolution is 600 dpi, the number of pixels is 4960x
7015=34794400 so that the volume of droplet per pixel is
approximately 7.18x107'° cc. The droplet volume in the ink-
jet system is normally expressed not in cc but in pl (pico liter)
so that the above value should be expressed as approximately
0.000718 pl.
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If we assume that the volume of'a micro droplet W is 0.1 pl,
it amounts to the volume required for approximately 140
pixels because the amount required for each pixel is 0.000718
pl, so that it is safe to assume that ejecting 0.1 pl does not
cause any image distortion as it is far smaller than a toner with
a diameter of 6 um. The appropriate amount of ejection
required is describe below with reference to the working
examples 1 and 2 (to be described later) where the experiment
is conducted regarding the amount of ejection required for
preventing scattering transfer, etc.

The liquid used for the droplet W can be anything that can
strengthen the liquid bridging force between toner particles to
prevent the repulsion between the toner particles and to
enhance the aggregation force of the toner particles. For
example, pure water or a mixture of aqueous organic solvent
and pure water can be used for that purpose. Aqueous organic
solvent can be prepared by adding antiseptics, antioxidants,
fungicides, pH adjusting agents and other useful agents to a
polyethylene glycol solution used as a surfactant and defoam-
ing agent diluted to approximately 10:1. Mixing pure water
with such an aqueous organic solution enables to improve the
hydrophilic property of the hydrophobized toner in order to
prevent the repulsion between the toner particles, hence to
prevent scattering transfer.

FIG. 5 is a side view of assistance in explaining a variation
example of the nozzle.

The nozzle for ejecting droplets is not limited to the nozzle
61 shown inFIG. 4 and the nozzle 62 shown in FIG. 5 can also
beused. The nozzle 62 has protrusions 66 A and 66B provided
at two places (top end and bottom end in the figure) of the tip
of'the ejection port 66. The protrusions 66 A and 66B have the
length of approximately 1-2 pm and their tips are tilted toward
each other in order to locate them close to each other. There-
fore the use of the nozzle 62 makes it possible to adjust the
droplet more finely compared to the nozzle 61 and to make it
applicable to high speed ejection by adjusting the ejection
timing of the droplet ejecting unit 60 by means of the con-
troller 15.

Next, let us describe about the results of the experiment
with the droplet ejecting unit 60 concerning the ejection
amount necessary for the prevention of scattering transfer and
the like conducted on 8 cases, or the working examples 1-5
and the comparison examples 1-3 in order to check the image
quality.

The working example 1 was conducted using: a photosen-
sitive drum with a diameter of 100 mm, driven at a linear
speed of 400 mm/sec, and having a surface potential of -600
V; a developing roller with a diameter of 25 mm, driven at a
linear speed of 720 mm/sec, and applied with a developing
voltage Vac of 1.0 kVpp, a 9 kHz rectangular wave, and Vdc
of —=400V; and a two-component developing agent consisting
of a ferrite coated carrier with a particle diameter of 30 um
and toners with particle diameter of 6.5 um and toner density
of 7.5%. The nozzle used here was the nozzle 61 shown in
FIG. 4.

In the working example 1, a mixed solvent was ejected to
the character outline based on the image information for a
character chart image where the coverage (coverage rate) of
each of Y, M, C and K colors is 6%. The character chart was
prepared by forming characters on the entire surface of the
image area and the character chart image consisted of black
images where splashing can be easily noticed and overlap-
ping RGB images. The ejectionamount was 0.2 pl. The mixed
solvent consisted of pure water and an aqueous organic sol-
vent, which was added with surfactants, antiseptics, antioxi-
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dants, defoaming agents, fungicides, pH adjusting agents,
etc., and adjusted to have affinity with the toner on the pho-
tosensitive drum.

The working example 2 was conducted with the same
condition as the working example 1 except that the ejection
amount of the nozzle 61 was 0.1 pl.

The nozzle used in the working example 3 was the nozzle
62 shown in FIG. 5. A mixed solvent was ejected to the
graphic profile area based on the image information for a
mixed image consisting of a character chart with image cov-
erage of 20% for each of the colors Y, M, C and K and a
graphic chart. The mixed image consisted of black images
where splashing can be easily noticed and overlapping RGB
images. The ejection amount was 0.06 pl. Other conditions
were the same as those of the working example 1.

The working example 4 was conducted with the same
condition as the working example 1 except that the ejection
amount of the nozzle 61 was 0.4 pl.

The nozzle used in the working example 5 was the nozzle
62 shown in FIG. 5 and the ejection amount was 0.03 pl. Other
conditions were the same as those of the working example 1.

The test conditions of the comparison examples 1, 2 and 3
are the same as that of the working example 1 except that the
ejection amounts were 1 pl, 0.5 pl and O pl (no droplet ejec-
tion) respectively.

FIG. 6 is a table showing an experimental result indicating
the relation between the image quality and the ejection
amount in working examples 1-5 and comparison examples
1-3.

As itis clear from the chart of FIG. 6, untransferred images
occurred and prevented us from achieving images of good
quality because of excessive ejections in the comparison
examples 1 and 2. In the comparison example 3, toner splash-
ing occurred in the vicinity of the character area which pre-
vented us from obtaining images of good quality.

On the contrary, in the working examples 1-3, it was pos-
sible to prevent the occurrence of scattering transfers and
image distortions by properly aggregating toner particles
with the use of micro droplets, thus achieving good image
quality. Although untransferred images occurred in the work-
ing example 4, the image quality was that of tolerable level. In
the comparison example 5, although toner splashing occurred
in the vicinity of the character area, the image quality was that
of tolerable level.

In the working examples 1-3, it was possible to achieve a
good image quality by ejecting in the ejection amount range
01'0.06-0.2 pl from the nozzle of the droplet ejecting unit 60,
thus preventing the occurrence of scattering transfers and
image distortions generated by the repulsion between toner
particles. It was learned that the tolerable level of ejection
amount can be in the range of 0.03-0.4 pl.

Although the droplet W was ejected by the droplet ejecting
unit 60 during the image transfer from the photosensitive
drum 1 to the intermediate transfer belt 6 in the above cases,
the invention should not be limited to this embodiment. For
example, the droplet W can be ejected during the transfer
from the intermediate transfer belt 6 to the sheet S (during the
secondary transfer), or during the transfer from the photosen-
sitive drum to the sheet in an image forming apparatus to
which a direct transfer system which does not use the inter-
mediate transfer is applied. Since scattering transfer and the
like occur on a sheet of paper, they can be directly prevented
by ejecting droplets during the transfer of images to the sheet.

Consequently, the image forming apparatus according to
the first embodiment is equipped with the droplet ejecting
unit 60 that ejects micro droplets in terms of pixel unit after
the formation of the toner image on the photosensitive drum
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1 and prior to the transfer of the toner image to the interme-
diate transfer belt 6, wherein the ejection of droplets onto the
toner image intensifies the aggregating power among the
toner particles, which in turn prevents the occurrence of scat-
tering transfers and image distortions under the influence of
the electric field during the transfer process, allowing us to
obtain a high contrast and stable image (better image quality),
preventing the degradation of the product quality otherwise
caused swelling of the sheet due to an excessive amount of
droplets adhering to it, and enabling us to save the amount of
liquid ejected at the same time. Moreover, since water is used
as a droplet, it never causes any clogging in the system when
it dries, making the system more reliable than in the case of
using ink.

Next, let us describe a second embodiment.

FIG. 7 is a block diagram of assistance in explaining the
constitution of the droplet ejecting unit according to the sec-
ond embodiment of the present invention.

In the second embodiment, the droplet ejection is con-
trolled based on the image information and the image forming
condition, so that it is generally different from the first
embodiment in the constitutions of the controller and the
droplet ejecting unit.

More specifically, the controller 15A according to the sec-
ond embodiment has a memory circuit 18 and a judgment
circuit 19 in addition to the image information processing unit
16 and the actuator controlunit 17. The memory circuit 18 has
atable that corresponds to the temperature and the amount of
saturated aqueous vapor. The judgment circuit 19 is used to
determine the ejection amount based on the image informa-
tion and the image forming condition.

The droplet ejecting unit 60A according to the second
embodiment has a temperature sensor 67 and a humidity
sensor 68 in addition to the nozzle 61 (see FIG. 4). The
temperature sensor 67 and the humidity sensor 68 are pro-
vided in the vicinity of the photosensitive drum 1 to detect the
ambient temperature and humidity.

Inorderto avoid the duplication of the descriptions made in
the first embodiment, the descriptions of the image informa-
tion processing unit 16, the actuator control unit 17, and the
nozzle 61 are omitted here. The droplet ejecting unit 60A is
exchangeable with the nozzle 62 shown in FIG. 5. In contrast
to the use of nozzle 61, the use of the nozzle 62 makes it
possible to make droplets further finer, and to makes it appli-
cable to high speed ejection by means of adjusting it with the
controller 15A.

Similar to the first embodiment, the second embodiment
allows to eject droplets only to the areas, such as character
areas, where scattering transfer are more noticeable within
the toner image formed (e.g., arcas on the photosensitive
drum 1 where droplet ejection is needed), not everywhere on
the sheet, so that degradation of the product quality such as
swelling of the sheet can be prevented. It can also prevent the
necessity of abnormal amount of energy for fixation in the
fixing device, or the occurrence of poor fixation due to the
transfer of the toner containing an excessive amount of water.
It is confirmed that the volume (ejection amount) of droplet
from the nozzle 61 A within the range of 0.06-0.2 pl does not
cause any scattering transfer and the like according to the
experiment related to the first embodiment.

Next, the method of controlling the droplet ejection
according to the second embodiment is described below.

FIGS. 8A and 8B show a flowchart of assistance in explain-
ing the droplet ejection control method based on the image
information and the image forming condition.

When the printing start button is pressed in the operating
display device 40, the controller 15A obtains the information
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including the number of copies to be printed, the type and size
of'the sheet, etc. set up in the operating display device 40 (step
S1).

Next, the controller 15A acquires the information concern-
ing the ambient temperature and humidity via the temperature
sensor 67 and the humidity sensor 68 provided in the vicinity
of the photosensitive drum 1 (step S2), as well as the table
concerning the temperature and the amount of saturated aque-
ous vapor from the memory circuit 18 provided on the con-
troller 15A, to calculate the relative humidity from the
detected temperature and the amount of saturated aqueous
vapor.

The controller 15A makes a judgment on whether or not the
obtained absolute humidity is below 10 and the relative
humidity is below 100% (step S3). If the absolute humidity is
equal or higher than 10 and the relative humidity is 100%
(step S3: No), the controller 15A sends the control signal for
setting the judgment circuit 19 to OFF and executing the
printing action without ejecting the droplet to the nozzle 61
(step S4). After that, the printing action is repeated until the
number of prints of the specified document image reaches the
specified number of copies (step S5).

If'the absolute humidity is below 10 and the relative humid-
ity is below 100% (step S3: Yes), the controller 15A acquires
the image information read by the image scanning device SC
(step S6). The controller 15A makes a judgment of the image
type of the image information (step S7). The type of image is
an image for which the toner is coated over a wider area such
as a photograph image, or a character image.

Ifthe image information does not contain any character and
the type of image is not a character image (step S7: No), the
controller 15A sends the control signal for setting the judg-
ment circuit 19 to OFF and executing the printing action
without ejecting the droplet to the nozzle 61 (step S4). After
that, the printing action is repeated until the number of prints
of the specified document image reaches the specified num-
ber of copies (step S5).

If the image information contains characters, and the type
of image is a character image (step S7: Yes), the controller
15A turns the judgment circuit 190N (step S8), and a judg-
ment is made as to whether the area to which droplets are to be
ejected consists of a monochromatic color or not (step S9). If
the particular area is monochromatic (step S9: Yes), the con-
troller 15A sends the control signal for executing the printing
action after ejecting the droplets having the necessary volume
based on the image forming condition onto the photosensitive
drum 1 to the nozzle 61 (step S10). The image forming con-
dition is the ambient temperature and humidity condition
around the photosensitive drum 1. After that, the printing
action is repeated until the number of prints of the specified
document image reaches the specified number of copies (step
S5).

If the area to which droplets are to be ejected is not mono-
chromatic (step S9: No), the controller 15A makes a judg-
ment whether or not the particular area is constituted of two
colors or not (step S11). If the particular area consists of two
colors (step S11: Yes), the controller 15A sends a control
signal for executing the printing action after ejecting the
droplets having 80% of the necessary volume based on the
image forming condition onto the photosensitive drum 1 to
the nozzle 61 (step S12). After that, the printing action is
repeated until the number of prints of the specified document
image reaches the specified number of copies (step S5).

If the area to which droplets are to be ejected does not
consist of two colors (step S11: No), the controller 15A makes
a judgment whether or not the particular area is constituted of
three colors or not (step S13). If the particular area consists of
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three colors (step S13: Yes), the controller 15 A sends a control
signal for executing the printing action after ejecting the
droplets having 60% of the necessary volume based on the
image forming condition onto the photosensitive drum 1 to
the nozzle 61 (step S14). After that, the printing action is
repeated until the number of prints of the specified document
image reaches the specified number of copies (step S5).

If the area to which droplets are to be ejected does not
consist of three colors (consist of four colors) (step S13: No),
the controller 15A sends a control signal for executing the
printing action after ejecting the droplets having 40% of the
necessary volume based on the image forming condition onto
the photosensitive drum 1 to the nozzle 61 (step S15). After
that, the printing action is repeated until the number of prints
of the specified document image reaches the specified num-
ber of copies (step S5).

As to the reason why the value of the absolute humidity
serving as one of the criterion of judgment was set to 10 in the
step S3 of the flowchart, an explanation can be found in the
working example 1 to be described later. As to the reason why
it is set not to eject droplets, it is because there is a sufficient
amount of water in the air when the relative humidity is 100%
and the ejection of droplets would cause image distortions. As
to the reason why the volume of droplet (ejection amount) is
selected as 80%, 60%, and 40% respectively of the volume
required based on the image forming condition in the steps
S12, S14, and S15, an explanation can be found in the work-
ing example 2 to be described later.

Next, let us describe the experiments conducted in two
cases, i.e., the working examples 1 and 2, to check the image
quality in each case related to the control of the droplet
ejection when it is implemented considering the image infor-
mation and the image forming conditions such as the tem-
perature and humidity in the vicinity of the intermediate
transfer belt. If the image forming condition was not consid-
ered, the result is the same as that of the first embodiment (see
FIG. 6).

First, the working example 1 is described.

FIG. 9 shows the table showing the relation between the
amount of saturated aqueous vapor, relative humidity, abso-
Iute humidity, and temperature, and FIG. 10 is atable showing
the results of an experiment indicating the relation between
the occurrence of scattering transfer and the like, temperature
and relative humidity for the case where droplets were not
ejected.

Of various symbols used in Table 10, “A” represents a
condition where 3 pt characters are easily legible. “B” repre-
sents a condition where 3 pt characters are legible, some
scattering transfer exist but in a tolerable degree, and some
image distortions exist but with no distortion in 3 pt charac-
ters. “C” represents a condition where a few scattering trans-
fer are noticeable in 3 pt characters, and there is no problem in
5 pt characters. “C (image)” represents the existence of minor
image distortions in 3 pt characters. “D” represents a condi-
tion where 3 pt characters are crushed because of scattering
transfer. “D (image)” represents the existence of image dis-
tortion in 3 pt characters.

The working example 1 was conducted using: a photosen-
sitive drum with a diameter of 100 mm, driven at a linear
speed of 400 mm/sec, and having a surface potential of -600
V; a developing roller with a diameter of 25 mm, driven at a
linear speed of 720 mm/sec, and applied with a developing
voltage Vac of 1.0 kVpp, a 9 kHz rectangular wave, and Vdc
of —=400V; and a two-component developing agent consisting
of a ferrite coated carrier with a particle diameter of 30 um
and toners with particle diameter of 6.5 um and toner density
of 7.5%. A mixed solvent consisting of pure water and an
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aqueous organic solvent is used for the droplet to be ejected.
The aqueous organic solvent contained surfactants, antisep-
tics, antioxidants, defoaming agents, fungicides, pH adjust-
ing agents, etc., and was adjusted to have affinity with the
toner on the photosensitive drum.

In the working example 1, the occurrence of scattering
transfer and the like were confirmed in case that no control
was applied to the droplet ejection at the temperature of
10-30° C. (10° C. interval) and the relative humidity of
10-80% (10° C. interval) (see FIG. 10), and a threshold value
was determined based on the values of the saturated aqueous
vapor amount table (see FIG. 9) at various temperatures for
purposes of utilizing for controlling the droplet ejection.

More specifically, comparing the result of FIG. 10 with the
table of saturated aqueous vapor amount of FIG. 9, it was
learned that scattering transfer and the like did not exist in the
area where the absolute humidity exceeded 10 at all tempera-
tures. Therefore, the threshold value of the absolute humidity
to be used for controlling the droplet ejection was set to 10 in
the working example 1.

FIG. 11 is a table showing an experimental result indicating
the relation between the occurrence of scattering transfer and
the like, temperature, and relative humidity in case of a drop-
let ejection control without using a threshold value, and FIG.
12 is a table showing an experimental result indicating the
relation between the occurrence of scattering transfer and the
like, temperature, and relative humidity in the working
example 1. As the symbols used therein are the same as in
FIG. 10, their descriptions are omitted.

When the droplets were ejected under each condition as
shown in FIG. 11, scattering transfer and the like under low
temperature and low humidity conditions were improved in
comparison with the results of FIG. 10. However, when the
droplets were ejected excessively under high temperature and
high humidity conditions, image distortions occurred.

Therefore, in the working example 1, the threshold value to
be used for the droplet ejection control was determined from
the table shown in FIG. 9 based on the image forming condi-
tions (temperature and humidity conditions in the vicinity of
the intermediate transfer belt), and the droplet ejection was
controlled using the particular threshold value.

More specifically, it was designed in such a way as not to
eject the droplets if the absolute humidity exceeds 10 (thresh-
old value), it was possible to obtain a better image quality
under each condition as shown in FIG. 12 as image distortions
were less likely to occur in high temperature and high humid-
ity environments in comparison with the results of FIG. 11.

Since the ejection amount is adjusted based on the image
forming conditions such as the temperature and humidity
conditions in the vicinity of the intermediate transfer belt as
the transfer member according to the working example 1,
image distortions can be prevented, thus making it possible to
achieve a high image quality, even when the environmental
condition changes to a poor environmental condition, e.g.,
low temperature and low humidity environment, or high tem-
perature and high humidity environment.

Next, let us describe the working example 2.

FIG. 13 is a table showing the result of an experiment
indicating the relation between the occurrence of scattering
transfer and the like, the volume of droplet (ejection amount),
and the number of toner image colors (number of overlapping
colors of toner images) in the working example 2 of the
second embodiment. The symbols used in the figure are
defined similar to those in FIGS. 10-13. The symbols “C” and
“D”when used in relation to image distortions are the same as
“C (image)” and “D (image).” The occurrence of scattering
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transfer is shown on the left and the result of the image
distortion on the right of the item respectively.

In the working example 2, 0.2 pl of volume of droplet
(ejection amount) was used as the standard value for mono-
chromatic images in order to evaluate the occurrences of
scattering transfers and image distortions when the droplets
were ejected relative to one through four color images. As the
volumes of droplets, 0%, 20%, 40%, 60%, 80%, and 100% of
the standard value (0.2 pl) were used. Other conditions were
chosen to be identical to those of the working example 1, so
that their descriptions are omitted here.

As shown in FIG. 13, the problem of scattering transfers
and image distortions gets improved as the droplet volume
approaches 100% of the standard value (0.2 pl) in case of
monochrome images. In case of two color images, however,
since the image distortion does not satisfy the standard when
it is 100% of the standard value (0.2 pl), it is seen that it is
better to eject the droplets at 80% of the standard value (0.16
pD. In case of three color images, however, since the image
distortion does not satisfy the standard neither when it is 80%
of'the standard value (0.16 pl) nor 100% of the standard value
(0.2 pl), it is seen that it is better to eject the droplets at 60%
of the standard value (0.12 pl). In case of four color images,
however, since the image distortion does not satisty the stan-
dard neither when it is 600 of the standard value (0.12 pl) nor
80% of the standard value (0.16 pl) nor 100% of the standard
value (0.2 pl), it is seen that it is better to eject the droplets at
40% of the standard value (0.08 pl).

According to the working example 2, it is possible to pre-
vent scattering transfers and image distortions by varying
(adjusting) the volume of droplet ejected (ejection amount) in
accordance with the number of colors of the toner image,
which is one of the image forming conditions.

As can be seen from the above, the image forming appa-
ratus according to the second embodiment of the invention
enables us to execute high quality printing actions under
various image forming conditions, in other words, to obtain
high quality images by means of controlling the droplet ejec-
tion based on the image forming conditions (ambient tem-
perature and humidity conditions, toner image colors and the
number of toner image colors) after forming the toner image
on the image carrying member and before transferring the
toner image to the transfer member and consequently sup-
pressing in a stable manner scattering transfers that tend to
occur in a low temperature and low humidity environment
and image distortions that tend to occur in a high temperature
and high humidity environment. It is also possible to reduce
excessive water to be supplied.

The droplet ejecting unit 60 A controls the droplet ejection
per each color of toner image in forming the toner image
consisting of multiple colors of Y, M, C, and Y. Therefore, it
was made possible to prevent scattering transfers and image
distortions from occurring in the formation of each toner
image in one color, thus preventing scattering transfers and
image distortions from occurring in full color printing images
that are formed as a result.

The droplet ejecting unit 60 A is constituted in order to vary
ejection amount in accordance with the number of colors used
in a toner image (to reduce ejection amount as the number of
colors used in a toner image increases). Consequently, it is
possible to prevent scattering transfers and image distortions
that may occur when the droplet ejection is controlled based
on the ejection amount for the monochromatic toner image in
case of a multiple color toner image.

Itis obvious that this invention is not limited to the particu-
lar embodiments shown and described above but may be
variously changed and modified without departing from the
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technical concept of this invention. For example, although the
droplet ejecting unit 60A according to the second embodi-
ment is intended for ejecting the droplets onto the photosen-
sitive drum 1 during the image transfer (primary transfer)
from the photosensitive drum 1 to the intermediate transfer
belt 6, it can also be applied for ejecting the droplets onto the
intermediate transfer belt 6 during the image transfer (sec-
ondary transfer) from the intermediate transfer belt 6 to a
sheet of paper. Furthermore, in case of a direct transfer
wherein no intermediate transfer does occur, the droplets can
be ejected onto the photosensitive drum during the image
transfer from the photosensitive drum to a sheet of paper.
Since scattering transfer and the like occur on a sheet of paper,
they can be directly prevented by ejecting droplets during the
transfer of images to the sheet of paper.

What is claimed is:

1. An image forming apparatus comprising:

an image carrying member on which an electrostatic latent
image is formed;

a developing part for forming a toner image by causing a
developing agent to adhere to said electrostatic latent
image;

a transfer part for transferring said toner image onto a
transfer member;

a droplet ejecting unit for ejecting droplets onto said toner
image on said image carrying member after forming said
toner image on said image carrying member and before
transferring said toner image to said transfer member;
and

a controller for controlling an ejection area of said droplet
ejecting unit in accordance with image information of
said toner image;

wherein said droplets ejected by said droplet ejecting unit
are micro droplets having a volume range 0f0.06-0.2 pl.

2. The image forming apparatus claimed in claim 1,
wherein said controller controls said droplet ejecting unit in
such a manner that said droplets are ejected on an outline of
said toner image formed and its vicinity in terms of pixel unit
based on said image information of said toner image.

3. The image forming apparatus claimed in claim 1,
wherein said droplets ejected by said droplet ejecting unit
consists of pure water, or a mixed solvent produced by mixing
pure water with an aqueous organic solvent.
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4. An image forming apparatus comprising:

an image carrying member on which an electrostatic latent
image is formed;

a developing part for forming a toner image by causing a
developing agent to adhere to said electrostatic latent
image;

a transfer part for transferring said toner image onto a
transfer member;

a droplet ejecting unit for ejecting droplets onto said toner
image on said image carrying member after forming said
toner image on said image carrying member and before
transferring said toner image to said transfer member;

a controller for controlling an ejection area of said droplet
ejecting unit in accordance with image information of
said toner image; and

a plurality of said image developing parts and said transfer
parts corresponding with a plurality of colors wherein
said droplet ejecting unit consists of a plurality of drop-
let ejecting units that eject droplets to said toner images
of various colors, respectively;

wherein said controller controls said plurality of droplet
ejecting unit in such a way as to cause the droplet ejec-
tion amount to vary according the colors that overlay on
each other on said image carrying member;

wherein said controller controls the droplet ejection
amount to reduce as number of overlaid colors increases.

5. The image forming apparatus claimed in claim 1,
wherein said controller controls the droplet ejection onto said
toner image based on information of the image to be formed
as to whether it is a photographic image or a character image.

6. The image forming apparatus claimed in claim 1,
wherein said controller controls the droplet ejection onto said
toner image based on number of colors to be used for the
image formation.

7. The image forming apparatus claimed in claim 1,
wherein said control unit controls the droplet ejection onto
said toner image based on temperature and humidity during
the image formation.

8. The image forming apparatus claimed in claim 1,
wherein said control unit controls the droplet ejection onto
said toner image on said image carrier member based on an
image forming condition during the image formation.
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